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For Sophie





This book is dedicated to the incredible Blitz generation who fought the battles of the Second World War from the home front.
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PROLOGUE



NORTH SHIELDS, TYNE & WEAR OCTOBER 2024


Although the local weather forecast assures me it is going to be a mild autumn day, I am unconvinced. Looking out over the River Tyne – water and sky a uniform ashen grey – I feel a cool breeze on my cheeks. A strangely comforting reminder of a childhood spent near the north-eastern coast, and, with the haughty shrieks of seagulls overhead, confirmation I am home. This is only the second time I’ve been back to North Shields since the death of my mother in 2021. Circumstances back then denied us a proper funeral; the restrictions imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic meant gatherings of more than a handful of people were illegal. We had wanted a gathering of friends and family with whom to celebrate a life well lived. What we got was a rushed, distanced, masked affair which didn’t – couldn’t – do her justice. I am here now to catch up with my older sister, but also, I suppose, to say a final goodbye to Mum. She lived her entire life in this small town 8 miles east of Newcastle.

I pause my early morning stroll on a bench where I nod an occasional greeting to solitary joggers and dogwalkers. Most of us are here for the same reason. To breathe. To think. A mile or so across the water, the tips of two long concrete piers meet like giant pincers, guarding the entrance to the river from the North Sea. The northern pier provided the route for countless Nichol family walks back in the 1960s and ’70s, not all of them voluntary. The 7-metre-high Collingwood Monument stands further up the hill. Admiral Lord Collingwood, one of Nelson’s most trusted comrades – and a local lad – was the first to break the French line at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805. When I was a Scout, we’d rig ropes around his legs and abseil down the giant plinth. An activity I suspect would be discouraged these days.

A few yards away is a big, rusted, steel statue of a hardy-looking fisherman reclining on a large harbour cleat, gazing out to sea. A sign announces that it was paid for by public subscription; a memorial to those lost at sea. With his boots, turtleneck sweater and flat cap, he looks a lot like my mum’s dad, my grandfather, a fisherman himself. He even has the familiar ciggie dangling from his mouth, ash ready to drop.
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The lifeboat station is perched on the road below. One of my late father’s best friends – known to us all as ‘Uncle Len’ – was a merchant seaman during the Second World War, and a RNLI volunteer for years afterwards. We’d sometimes stop in there for tea and tales, or the rare treat of a trip out to sea. I remember seeing a photograph of the original building after it had been levelled by a German bomb in April 1941. Only the bottom half of the structure remained – the top sliced off like a boiled egg – with broken bricks carpeting the immediate area. The lifeboat, flipped by the force of the explosion, lay belly-up like a slaughtered whale. No one was killed, but several, including five children, died when a bomb hit a nearby hospital, innocent victims of a single night during the months-long ordeal that came to be known later as ‘The Blitz’.

The bench providing my momentary respite is decorated with five small plaques. One is engraved Clifford Joseph Ellis BEM. A lifeboatman, perhaps? Awarded for meritorious civil or military service, I know that the British Empire Medal grants use of St Paul’s Cathedral in London for baptisms, weddings and funerals, and I wonder if he ever took advantage of the privilege. I’m fleetingly unsettled as I remember the famous black-and-white wartime image of its iconic dome, untouched amid a sea of flame. The surrounding streets devastated, but Wren’s masterpiece an enduring symbol of defiance in the midst of the bombing. The wind still fresh on my face, I try to imagine what life here would have been like back then. And I wonder why the war was rarely mentioned during my childhood. The stories we heard as children conjured up a friendly, bustling area, brimming with dockworkers, coal mines and fishing trawlers. People knew each other’s names, faces and foibles. Between the wars there had been a slump in shipbuilding, with the inevitable layoffs, but demand picked up in the mid-to-late 1930s as the country’s peace was threatened once again.

The coming of a second ‘world war’ only twenty-one years after the carnage of the first must have been heart-stopping for a generation who had lost countless brothers, fathers and friends, and were now facing the prospect of losing their own sons too. But I have no memory of my parents painting that picture for us. It’s not something they ever really talked about. Growing up, I was more than aware of the existence of ‘the war’ which had ended only eighteen years before I was born. Famous films such as The Battle of Britain, The Great Escape and The Dam Busters were a staple of post-Sunday-lunch family viewing. I remember rationing being mentioned as a reason we should clear our plates, and that an orange at Christmas was a rare treat to be savoured – a standing joke with my own, now adult, daughter, who still gets one in her Christmas stocking. Along with my regular lecture about it being the only treat my parents received. I suddenly remember another of my father’s merchant seaman friends regaling us with his account of being sunk by a U-boat within sight of the glittering New York coast, and bobbing around in the flaming, oil-covered waters admiring the city’s bright lights while waiting to be rescued.

But for some reason, despite my own military career in the RAF, my parents, who married ten years after the war, never revisited their experiences of the bombing. I recall some mention of my father, seventeen in 1939, joining the navy early in the war; there was certainly a photo of him in uniform on a chest of drawers. And that he was apparently invalided out after contracting tuberculosis, spending a considerable time convalescing – I have no idea where, or for how long. My mother, just twelve when the war began, grew up only a few hundred yards from where I’m sitting. She must have been at the heart of any blitz; heard the bombers overhead as the glistening Tyne guided the raiders towards the dockyards and on to Newcastle itself. Maybe she heard the explosion that tore through the old lifeboat station? Maybe she saw the smoking aftermath? Rising to my feet, I feel frustrated that I don’t know the answers.



I wander the short distance to her childhood home on Coronation Street; we used to chuckle about it sharing a name with the iconic television programme. Today, it is barely recognisable. Gone are the tiny, run-down – though scrupulously clean – terraced council houses with no indoor toilets. Now replaced with red-brick modernity, much of the area is still social housing, though the occasional passing Mercedes and nearby new-builds suggest wealthy incomers. I have seen photos of my mother standing outside number 37. In one she is with her sister and a couple of younger family members. In her twenties by then, her face is out of focus, but her warm smile is clear enough, a crucifix around her neck, shoulders pushed back as if on parade. A second shows her alongside her mother, grim-faced as though sceptical at the idea of having her picture taken at all. Their house is long gone, but its replacement looks cosy enough. A toy guardsman, complete with red tunic and blue drum, stands sentry outside.

I pause for a moment, as a window to Mum’s childhood flickers open, restoring faint memories of the very few times she did talk about the war, the early child evacuations from North Shields, and how her own mother refused to send her kids away, declaring, ‘If we’re going to die, we are all going to die together. At home.’ There were passing recollections of her school friends sitting behind a desk one day, then missing the next. And of a ‘terrible incident’ in which entire families perished. A question posted on my family chat group reveals that, many years ago, she visited her granddaughters’ primary school to talk to the children about the war, though sadly my nieces can’t remember anything she said. So that’s about it?

I am reminded of conversations I have had with countless Second World War RAF veterans who readily acknowledged they avoided talking about their war with loved ones. They had made it through the years of fear, death and the horror and just wanted to get on with their lives. Maybe it was down to that renowned British stiff upper lip, or perhaps a more fundamental need to forget, to focus on rebuilding? Moreover, the entire nation had suffered during the war, so there was no point harking back; it was over and time to move on. I suddenly remember a Lincolnshire family I interviewed for a previous book who lost a brother flying with Bomber Command over Germany. His name was rarely mentioned in the house after his death, not because they wanted to forget, but because the pain of remembering was too great.

I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. If I’m honest, I was every bit as reluctant to discuss my own experiences during the 1991 Gulf War with my mother and father. They had a terrible time when, as an RAF navigator, my Tornado aircraft was shot down over Iraq and I was held as a prisoner of war. Paraded on TV, my name and face splashed across the headlines, they were besieged by journalists, becoming temporary prisoners themselves in their own home. When I was released, months later, they came out to Germany to meet me. The RAF provided an aircraft from the Royal Flight. It was the first time either had flown, or even left the country. Their stories of drinking tea from the Queen’s china were subsequently recounted with great pride on more than one occasion. We returned to North Shields to be greeted by hundreds of Union Jack-waving children from the school opposite their house. But I still didn’t talk to them about what I’d been through. The fear, the suffering, the torture. The only step I managed to take was giving my dad, who died in 2010, an advance copy of Tornado Down, the book I wrote with my fellow prisoner John Peters, telling the story of our often brutal ordeal. I have no idea if he ever read it. I never asked and it was never discussed.

To my surprise, standing here on Coronation Street, I sense my desire to understand what my late mother experienced during her war becoming stronger. I want to know more. The question is, how?



The former RAF navigator in me reverts to type and I experience an irrepressible need to look at… maps. Strolling north, I am soon in Northumberland Square: the town centre. A handsome park, surrounded by Georgian-style houses, it’s one of the area’s finer landmarks, and home to the North Shields Library. As a schoolboy in the 1970s it was my regular resting point while waiting for a bus home, and the place where my lifelong interest in books began. With a bit of assistance from local researchers, I discover images of a detailed chart recording the bombs that struck the area during the war.

I expect to see no more than a handful. But there are scores. A staggering array of scarlet dots, marking where and when each landed. In the river, along the beaches, on residential streets. My pulse thumping, I scan the map for places I know. There’s a line of four dots across the lifeboat station – bomb numbers 87 to 90 – on 10 April 1941. There is another at the end of Oswin Terrace, the street where I lived as a child; bomb number 94 from 16 April. I realise with a jolt that this is why a handful of houses I used to pass most days looked different. I find a local newspaper report from October 1944 detailing that more than 300 high-explosive bombs had been dropped on the town, along with 18,000 incendiary devices. More than 160 properties had been totally demolished, and hundreds more damaged. The article tells me that in North Shields and Tynemouth alone, 225 people had been killed.1 Bombed, burned, buried.
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Bombs dropped on North Shields and North Tyneside during the Second Word War



The wider region, it turns out, suffered horribly too. I find a website that catalogues an astonishing variety of local wartime incidents; every air raid, every downed plane, every sunken vessel, every civilian death. I quickly lose count of the number of people killed, made homeless or admitted to hospital. There are matter-of-fact descriptions of German pilots being electrocuted when they parachuted onto tram lines, of firemen dying when bombs aboard downed aircraft suddenly detonated.2 Figures seem to vary but one source records that almost 400 people were killed on and around Tyneside in the seventeen-month period from July 1940 to December 1941.3

I try to dredge up my limited knowledge of that time, supplementing it with whatever comes to hand from the nearby shelves. ‘Blitzkrieg’, or ‘lightning war’, was the term used to describe the shock tactics Germany deployed against Poland in 1939. So, in 1940, ‘blitz’ was quickly adopted to denote the German air force’s policy of bombing Britain into submission, a campaign of destruction endured by millions of people over a period of months. The mere concept must have felt like an outrage: a highly trained air force from a rival country setting out to destroy as much of Britain’s wartime economy as it could, with little regard for human life.

I read that, at first, the bombing was limited to occasional acts of disruption, in keeping with the early months of the Phoney War – the nine-month period after September 1939 when there was minimal action on the home front. Following Hitler’s successful invasion of the Low Countries and France in May 1940, Berlin finally focused attention across the English Channel, on the last obstacle to victory. The campaign, now called the Battle of Britain, lasted from 10 July to 31 October 1940, and pitched German attackers against the RAF and its air-defence facilities in an effort to gain air superiority ahead of a seaborne invasion. When that failed, enemy bombers began hitting so-called ‘economic targets’. Historians would later term this period, lasting – officially – from 7 September 1940 to 11 May 1941, the ‘Night Blitz’, as almost all of the attacks took place in darkness. It is this specific period that would become more widely referred to simply as the ‘Blitz’. But if you had tried to explain to people during the war, under attack before or after those specific dates, that they were experiencing something less severe, I have no doubt you would have been given short shrift.



Hitler’s preparations to invade the Soviet Union in June 1941 certainly resulted in a diversion of airpower to the new assault force, and a softening of the attacks on Britain. But bombing continued across the country, in one form or another, with further concentrated assaults on cities, hit-and-run attacks on coastal towns and the harassment of shipping, until the spring of 1945.

From April to June 1942, the country endured the so-called ‘Baedeker raids’ – when targets were reportedly selected from Baedeker’s Great Britain: Handbook for Travellers – wreaking havoc on many still picturesque cities such as Canterbury, Exeter and Norwich. A two-night raid on Bath in late April 1942 deployed almost every available German bomber in western Europe and took the lives of more than 400 people. The curiously named Baby Blitz in the first half 1944 may have seemed less sweeping than the Night Blitz, but it too destroyed indiscriminately as far afield as Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Bedfordshire. A single attack on London that February killed over 200 and started more than 600 fires. There were even deaths – 148 of them – at the hands of long-range artillery fired at coastal towns from across the water in northern France.4

Then, as if all of that wasn’t trial enough, Hitler’s infamous ‘revenge weapons’ entered the fray. The V-1 flying bomb, or ‘doodlebug’, made its macabre debut on 13 June 1944, shortly after the Allied D-Day landings in France. That same week, around 120 V-1s were recorded targeting London on a single night. With a range of 130 miles and a maximum speed of 420 mph, the V-1 quickly acquired notoriety among those waiting beneath for its engine to cut out – the cue for imminent impact. Over the course of the war, the flying bombs killed more than 6,000 people.

Further deaths – more than 2,700 of them – came at the hands of the V-2 rocket, which, unlike its sibling, arrived almost silently via the stratosphere, and struck without warning. More than a thousand V-2 rockets rained down between 8 September 1944 and 28 March 1945, reaching as far north as Stansfield near Bury St Edmunds, and were responsible for three of the very worst mass-casualty events of the entire war. All of them in east London: 160 in a shopping centre, 134 in a block of flats and 110 in the city’s famous Smithfield Market.5 Hitler’s hope was that the threat of these new-generation weapons, combined with a successful counter-offensive through the Ardennes Forest and the emergence of jet aircraft, might yet achieve a favourable peace settlement with the Allies. The V-1 and V-2 attacks were only halted for good when Allied troops, grinding their way eastwards towards Germany, overran the French and Dutch launch sites. The very last ‘revenge weapons’ took flight in late March 1945. So, although what today most refer to as the Blitz, or historically more accurately the Night Blitz, was concentrated around the few months either side of Christmas 1940, a blitz of aerial attacks, bombings and deaths continued to within a few weeks of the end of the war.

Therefore, for the purposes of this book, I will use the term ‘Night Blitz’ to mean the officially designated short period around late 1940. And ‘Blitz’ to encompass the entirety of the Germans’ aerial bombardment of Britain.



I assemble a small pile of literature and start scribbling down some of the headline numbers. I am surprised at how hard they are to read. The Blitz was very much more than the well-known attacks on the likes of London and Liverpool early in the war. More than 60,000 civilians killed throughout the UK between 1939 and 1945 – including women, children and babies – and almost 90,000 seriously injured.6 Hundreds reportedly killed by a single bomb at a school in east London.7 More than 300 firefighters dead in London alone.8 Glasgow and the surrounding area suffered the worst destruction and civilian loss of life in Scotland over just a couple of nights in March 1941 when more than 1,000 people died. By the time it was all over, Scotland had been attacked more than 500 times from the air with an estimated 2,500 people killed and a further 8,000 injured.9 Across the UK, a quarter of a million homes were destroyed during the war, with a further 2 million badly damaged.10 There are other upsetting numbers too – some 750,000 pet cats and dogs put down in a single week early in the war in anticipation of the expected air raids.11 As well as strangely intriguing ones. I discover that there was a 40 per cent increase in youth crime between 1939 and 1941, and an epidemic of train crashes as a result of the ‘blackouts’.12 Perhaps more understandably, there was a marked increase in sexually transmitted disease during the war – propelled, I imagine, by people returning to baser instincts when faced with annihilation.13



The cost, particularly at the human level, was unprecedented. Almost every community throughout the nation, every person, was affected in some way. Through injury, bereavement, trauma or homelessness. Often it was simply down to luck. The fortunate were spared, again and again. The tragically unfortunate witnessed their parents, spouses, children killed or maimed before their eyes.

I am particularly haunted by the account of a tragedy that unfolded right here in North Shields. The first contemporary newspaper reports I find are strangely incomplete, as if they can’t quite bring themselves to describe what happened. There are passing descriptions of ‘several families killed’ in a bombing, but not much more. I realise with a jolt that there is that fleeting memory of my mother talking about an incident like this. With a bit of detective work, I find references to a bomb hitting an air-raid shelter at Wilkinson’s Lemonade Factory on George Street, a few hundred yards from the library. It’s not a location I remember hearing about, and certainly nowhere I ever went as a child.

Thankfully, North Shields historian Peter Bolger has done his best to assemble a treasure-trove of related material. The details are haunting. Wilkinson’s had indeed been a local drinks factory but during the war its basement had been requisitioned for use as a bomb shelter. Somewhere people could go for safety and comfort when the sirens began to wail. One night in May 1941, a German aircraft dropped four bombs on North Shields. According to my bomb-plot map, number 137 landed harmlessly near the banks of the Tyne. Number 136 hit a residential street but did not explode. Number 135 struck a house, killing its two occupants. The remaining bomb, number 134, hit Wilkinson’s, causing most of the three-storey building to collapse into the basement below, sending debris and heavy machinery crashing onto the 192 people sheltering inside. Black-and-white footage of the aftermath of the attack reveals sombre policemen gazing in strangled awe as chains of rescuers clear rubble from the mess of brick and timber.14 Was this the ‘terrible incident’ my mother had hinted at?

Curiosity takes hold. I am soon out of the door, marching to the point on the map indicating Wilkinson’s nearby location, but there is no obvious evidence of what happened here more than eighty years ago. Just a one-storey youth centre and pair of newer houses. The area seems strangely quiet. Eerie or peaceful? I notice a circular blue plaque on the youth centre wall. I know about a different blue plaque and the statue nearby commemorating Stan Laurel, one half of the early twentieth-century comedy duo Laurel and Hardy and North Shields’ most famous son. It was endlessly pointed out by friends and family alike. But I have never seen this one:


WILKINSON’S LEMONADE FACTORY TRAGEDY

Here at midnight on May 3rd/4th 1941, a direct hit from an enemy aircraft destroyed the air raid shelter in the factory basement. 107 people were killed including 43 children. Whole families perished. It was the largest loss of life single bomb incident during the provincial Blitz. A second bomb killed the 2 residents of No. 3 George Street. In Memoriam.



Another plaque a few yards away commemorates the bravery of an Ellen Lee: ‘ARP Warden at the air raid shelter on this site beneath Wilkinson’s Lemonade Factory’. What did she do that terrible night, I wonder? Perhaps more importantly, why didn’t I know about a tragedy that happened in the heart of my own community?

I have flown aircraft in combat myself and written the stories of countless wartime veterans. But I am embarrassed to admit that I know very little about the Blitz. Why has this series of assaults on the home front passed me by? If the German objective was to crush the British people as a nation, doesn’t that mean their resilience was a crucial element of the eventual Allied victory? And, if so, doesn’t that make them – people like my mum – veterans too?

I am determined to find out more. With millions of letters and diaries, and countless books available, the Blitz – from Portsmouth to Glasgow, and Belfast to Hull, and for the vast duration of the war – must be one of the most recorded events in human history. Both an asset and a hindrance, they provide an almost infinite mosaic of experiences. At the same time, I will need to navigate my own, preconceived ideas of what the Blitz really involved. The generally portrayed version of tearful children evacuated by train, teams of firefighters manning hoses, plucky East Enders searching through rubble, helmeted air-raid wardens on patrol, St Paul’s Cathedral amid flames. Is that the whole picture? What did the country, North Shields and the North-East especially, really go through?

Sadly, my mother is no longer alive to tell me her Blitz story, but walking away from the site of Wilkinson’s Lemonade Factory where over one hundred of her neighbours perished, my mind is made up. I have a new story to explore.

And I know exactly where to start.








CHAPTER ONE BLACK SATURDAY



LONDON SUMMER 2024


My journey to learn more continues, as it must, in London. I am beginning to better understand how so many of our towns and cities suffered appallingly through those times, North Shields among them. But it is London to which most people’s thoughts first turn when remembering that wartime Blitz. Pilgrim-like, I am drawn to that most legendary of Blitz survivors, St Paul’s Cathedral. Its vast dome, famously photographed during the bombing, still standing amid the encircling devastation, is emblematic of the war – a beacon of London and the defiance of its people, to be defended at all costs. Standing at the cathedral’s main entrance, I am in awe of Sir Christopher Wren’s English-Baroque architectural might. The iconic dome, surrounded by the spires of Wren’s other churches, has dominated the capital’s skyline for over three centuries. During the early years of the war, it must have felt like an expression of the stubborn determination of Britain itself. Today, its majesty still proclaims strength and permanence.

St Paul’s is the centrepiece but there are other remembrances too. A few yards to the south of the cathedral, I find a squat, grey, circular lump of limestone, set into the ground by the wall. Discreet in the shadow of its massive neighbour. Installed in 1999, the People of London Memorial bears two short quotes. The first, inscribed in a spiral on the top, reads: IN WAR RESOLUTION, IN DEFEAT DEFIANCE, IN VICTORY MAGNANIMITY, IN PEACE GOODWILL; a second gilded line around the stone’s edge says simply: REMEMBER BEFORE GOD THE PEOPLE OF LONDON 1939–1945. I have been to St Paul’s a number of times over the years but had no idea this memorial to the countless victims of the Blitz was even here. Part of me is disappointed. Is this it? Is this handful of words all that the Blitz deserves? Beyond a set of iron railings, along a busy road, London life goes on oblivious. I am certain that very few of those rushing past the memorial and its riddle-like inscriptions even know it exists. They tell people virtually nothing about the war itself or why the ‘People of London’ deserve to be remembered in this way. But, as the bells of St Paul’s sound ten o’clock, I begin to feel what the sculptor himself may have felt. Sometimes less is more. The humility is not an oversight. It may be the truest possible homage we as a nation could have paid to what the inhabitants of this city endured. This tough, unshowy pillar of limestone is a metaphor for the ‘Blitz Spirit’ itself.

I take a few moments to examine the vast walls of the cathedral. I know it was struck by bombs more than once, and remember reading that the damage is still clearly visible. Passing slowly to the east, there are signs of weathering – superficial cracks and stains on the off-white masonry – but nothing more. Then, suddenly, I notice what can only be the legacy of shrapnel blasts: golf and tennis ball-sized pockmarks, surprisingly regular in shape, scattered up and down the wall. One helps me find another, which leads to more; a patchwork of 85-year-old battle scars. I cross the road south of the cathedral in search of another memorial, to find bronze, slightly misshapen figures of three firemen mounted on a large hexagonal plinth. Two are manning a hose, battling a phantom fire at the east end of the cathedral itself, exactly where I had found the blast damage; the third seems to be directing the efforts of others somewhere to the rear. Wearing sturdy protective boots, with fire axes tied at their waists, their expressions are hard to decipher. Each man must have had his own family, hopes and fears, yet, when called upon, the firemen were willing to lay their lives on the line to defend the capital. Again and again.

An inscription reads:


BLITZ

THE HEROES

WITH GRIMY FACES

WINSTON CHURCHILL

IN HONOUR AND MEMORY

OF THOSE FIREFIGHTERS WHO

GAVE THEIR LIVES IN THE

DEFENCE OF THE NATION

1939–45



The names of those who died are listed on each side of the plinth. Over a thousand firefighters killed before, during and since the war. The Night Blitz on London alone claimed more than three hundred.1 As a husband and father of a daughter, I find myself particularly moved by a panel that depicts two women in uniform – one in a helmet, writing on a clipboard, the other a motorcycle despatch rider complete with goggles and elbow-length gloves – and honours twenty-three women of the Auxiliary Fire Service. Their first names – including Pearl, Elsie, Hilda, Ruby, Violet, Queenie – so characteristic of the time, are strangely evocative.

Walking away, I feel more finely attuned to the violence and destruction that unfolded here. Incongruously modern houses on much older streets seem to bear quiet witness to the flames and the fury. This is a city that has almost forgotten what it went through. But not quite. I return to the questions that have been captivating me. What must it have felt like to be here as the bombs fell? Night after night. What had my parents experienced hundreds of miles further north? Had they been scared? Why was that experience rarely mentioned?



My thoughts shift to Saturday, 7 September 1940, the day the German Luftwaffe launched its first mass assault on London’s docks: ‘Black Saturday’, as it later became known. As I pause, glancing back to the majesty of St Paul’s, I am struck by how similar things must have looked and felt in the hours before that terrible attack. The traffic would have sounded a little different – more sudden backfires and perhaps the occasional rattle from a passing horse and cart. No bright contrails from the airliners passing thousands of feet overhead, no entranced phone-users miraculously slaloming lampposts without lifting their gaze from their screens – but, fundamentally, still the bustling metropolis it was eighty-five years ago. At that stage, although the war had been going on for just over a year, many people’s lives remained relatively unaffected. The outcome of the bitter airborne duel between the Royal Air Force and the Luftwaffe hung in the balance – Fighter Command had lost 260 aircraft and 109 precious aircrew in the previous fortnight alone.2 But the majority of Londoners could, generally, live normal lives. They became used to the regular warning sirens – often false alarms – the sandbags and the blackouts. Prior to the war, the government had run a series of large-scale exercises in an effort to understand the potential impact of a strategic bombing campaign against the capital. They predicted the possibility of a general breakdown of public order, and large numbers of civilian deaths. In the event, twelve months on, little of either had materialised. Initial nervousness had given way to a curious sense of anticlimax.

With the sun strong overhead, and the thermometer comfortably in the nineties that September, London would have felt at its picture-postcard best. I imagine laughing picnickers in parks. Lovers coyly touching hands as they meander along shaded paths. It would have been a chance to set aside the responsibilities and petty trials of the working week, and ignore the war. It was the kind of day we all remember years later for the right reasons. The kind of day it feels good to be alive.





CAP GRIS-NEZ, NORTHERN FRANCE 7 SEPTEMBER 1940


Less than a hundred miles from where I am standing, at Cap Gris-Nez on the northern French coast, Hermann Goering, Reichsmarschall and Commander-in-Chief of the German Air Force, the much-feared Luftwaffe, would have been in a state of anxious excitement. In my mind’s eye I can see him peering through his binoculars at the white cliffs of Dover, like a gourmet contemplating his next banquet, a gaggle of his staff officers in close, sycophantic, attendance.

Two things were almost certainly on Goering’s agitated mind. The first, his declining stock in the eyes of the Führer. He had, after all, told Hitler to leave the destruction of the encircled British Expeditionary Force in northern France to him and his airmen – a commitment they had failed to honour. Despite being surrounded by advancing German forces, and apparently at the mercy of the Luftwaffe, more than 300,000 British and French troops who had fallen back to the port of Dunkirk were able to escape across the Channel in late May and early June. Envious perhaps of the glorious victories of Germany’s Panzer generals, Goering had tried to compensate with the boast that, ahead of a proposed amphibious invasion, he could neutralise enemy air defences in four days and erase the Royal Air Force from the skies. Yet, here too, things were not going quite according to the Reichsmarschall’s plan. Yes, the RAF had taken a terrible hammering during the Battle of Britain, but after weeks of action Germany’s victory was not assured, and the conditions not yet right to launch Operation Sea Lion – the planned invasion – in an effort to end the war.3

Thousands of feet above him, an aerial armada was gathering – one that Goering hoped would ruthlessly address his and Germany’s failures. More than 950 aircraft – one-third bombers, two-thirds accompanying fighters – constituted one of the most powerful forces ever assembled for an attack on a single target: codename Löge. London.4

That circumstances had reached a point where the Nazi leadership had decided to directly target the British capital was itself significant. The Battle of Britain had involved day and night attacks on RAF bases, command systems and industrial sites, but, to avoid retaliation, London had been conspicuously spared. Indeed, Hitler had issued very firm instructions to Goering that only he could order such raids. However, on 24 August, a group of Heinkels attempting to hit targets to the south-west of London had become lost and dropped their bombs on the city, killing nine. Churchill had been quick to respond, sending eighty bombers to Berlin the very next day; the damage was light but the symbolism powerful both for the German people and for the Nazi regime. A Rubicon had been crossed. A furious Hitler denounced the incursion publicly a few days later, threatening that ‘when they declare they will attack our towns on a large scale, then we will erase theirs’.5 With the unspoken accord between London and Berlin apparently gone, planning began for a direct attack on the heart of the British nation. Their objective? To force the remaining RAF fighters, diminished and exhausted by weeks of battle, to sacrifice themselves in defence of their capital, and drive Churchill to the negotiating table. Returning from the coast in his private train, a publicity-conscious Goering took the opportunity to claim early credit. Stopping at a station on his route home, he strode up to a surprised radio journalist broadcasting live and addressed those listening:


As a result of the provocative British attacks on Berlin on recent nights, the Führer has decided to order a mighty blow to be struck in revenge against the capital of the British Empire. I personally have assumed the leadership of the attack, and today I have heard above me the roaring of the victorious German squadrons which now, for the first time, are driving towards the heart of the enemy in full daylight, accompanied by countless fighter squadrons. This is an historic hour.6



High overhead, the young airmen of the German Luftwaffe prepared to make good on Goering’s boast.



Fighter pilot Peter Winker had grown up in Berlin, obsessed by aircraft books and longing to fly – an opportunity he realised after joining the Hitler Youth.7 The hope of his superiors was that the scale of the new attack would bludgeon the stubborn British to their knees. And not a minute too soon: as the Battle of Britain had progressed through August, Winker had begun to feel the strain, and found himself doubting those who assumed that Germany would prevail. Many friends and comrades had been lost in the fight. He recalled, in particular, a cocky fellow pilot – ‘full of pepper’ and raring to go – who was shot down on his very first mission. Winker already believed that ‘the battle was not being won, and no invasion of England was possible’. Despite the bluster of their leaders, the men of the Luftwaffe knew the skies over southern England to be an unforgiving theatre of war – a place where Hurricanes and Spitfires could end their lives in an instant, the green fields and undulating hills below them littered with the burned-out wrecks of German aircraft. Even the English Channel, to them the ‘Kanal’, was a source of profound unease. Many a crew had disappeared into its chill grey waters.

Aircraft by aircraft, each member of the formation found its place, part of a huge three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle, allowing the gunners optimal fields of fire to defend themselves, and each other. As so often in war, the sense of safety in numbers would have felt very comforting. Those aircrew with access to a window could have glanced out in any direction – up, down, to the side – and felt reassured. Numbers meant strength, and strength meant victory. Once the elements of the formation were assembled, the whole mass began to progress north-westwards from Cap Gris-Nez, each pilot with his own strict instructions and schedule. By 4 p.m. on that picturesque Saturday afternoon, almost 1,000 German warplanes were beginning to cross the English Channel – in a vast sweep 20 miles wide, filling 800 square miles of sky.8

At Bentley Priory on the outskirts of London, home of RAF Fighter Command, the first signals came as a sickening shock.

Radar stations in the South-East had registered the aircraft gathering in large numbers over the Pas-de-Calais, then watched in dismay as they turned north. The staff at Bentley Priory, many of them members of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, tried to keep pace with the reports, using long wooden rakes to update the huge map table in front of them. The sheer number of radar contacts quickly overwhelmed those on duty – they had never had to deal with so many simultaneous warnings – but they moved as quickly as they could to process them so the nearest fighter squadrons could be alerted. At 4.14 p.m., the aerial armada reached the coast of Britain. The dark ripples of the Channel far below the German crews became the white crests of waves breaking on the beaches, then the gently undulating hills of Kent – a patchwork of fields, roads and villages. Families enjoying a lazy weekend were dazzled by the sight of the huge swarm – unique in its scale, and ruthless in its purpose. One American journalist, enjoying tea in the garden of a country house in western Kent, heard the drone grow into a deep, full roar ‘like the far-away thunder of a giant waterfall’. Entranced by the sight, she and her companions lay down in the grass watching the ‘batch of tiny white specks, like clouds of insects, moving north-west in the direction of the capital’.9

Scores of RAF fighters were alerted and began to scramble. The sight that greeted them was as terrifying as it was extraordinary. One pilot felt that ‘the whole German Air Force was just flying along two or three thousand feet below me. The air was crawling with these planes with black crosses on them. I’d never seen so many planes in my life.’10 Onlookers below watched the developing aerial duels with a combination of fascination and horror. Teenager Ivy Alexander and a friend had decided to take advantage of the sunshine and head out from the East End on a cycling trip in Epping Forest: ‘We could see hundreds of planes crossing to London. Many air battles were going on and there was plenty of gunfire. We saw five planes brought down and saw several airmen bale out. Shrapnel was falling everywhere, so we sheltered under trees for protection.’11

[image: The map displays East London, highlighting key landmarks, docks, and neighborhoods along the River Thames, with a scale bar for miles and kilometers.]

At around 4.30 p.m., those in the eastern outskirts of London began to catch their first glimpses of the approaching enemy force. One man, employed as a porter at a branch of Sainsbury’s in Chingford, had been tasked with being a roof ‘watcher’. ‘All of a sudden on the skyline coming up the Thames were [black specks] like swarms of flies weaving their way through puffs of smoke. My reaction was one of astonishment, and, “what’s going to happen now?”.’12

A young woman shopping in Peckham in south-east London heard a distant sound. ‘People were having fun, not thinking about the war, [then] something ominous happened. There was an unusual noise. We came out, leaving our purchases on the counter. The shop assistants came out to look at the sky. Where was that noise coming from? It seemed like hundreds upon hundreds of black birds.’ In Lewisham, a couple of miles further east, guests at a wedding reception watched in wonder, among them 16-year-old Derek Allen. Recalling that day decades later, Allen described his feelings at the time: ‘We didn’t think much about it because we’d had all these false alarms, and practices. You could see dogfights in the sky, and us boys – a few of us of around my age – we stood in the garden absolutely enthralled.’ Such was their sense of complacency that, shortly afterwards, the wedding party assembled in the garden for formal group photos. In one image from that day around sixty guests are beaming at the camera: women in their best hats, men with hair combed neatly to the side. Derek Allen is perching in the top right-hand corner of the picture with a broad smile on his face; his elegant, bespectacled grandfather, white rose in his lapel, stands proudly in the next row.13



As the formations worked their way towards the target, the atmosphere in the cramped, noisy German cockpits remained tense. The first wave of bombers arrived from the east at around 4.35 p.m., with another wave due from the south forty minutes later. A third would follow five minutes after that.

In the sunshine, with relatively limited distractions and threat, the German bombardiers could now begin to focus on their targets: London’s docks and other sites in the east of the city. Responsible for handling one-third of Britain’s overseas trade, this was, at least in German eyes, a legitimate military quarry. They included prizes such as Beckton Gasworks, the biggest in Europe, and the 600-acre armaments site at Woolwich Arsenal. Other famous names – now suddenly targets – included the Surrey Commercial Docks, West India Docks, Millwall Docks, and Royal Victoria and Albert Docks. Between them, they represented much of the wealth and economic strength of Britain. Running roughly west from the North Sea to the heart of the city, the River Thames – part of the reason Londinium had been originally founded – now provided the perfect navigation aid for the attackers. As the first young Luftwaffe crews neared their destination, tensions rose another notch. Over the east London docks, German bombardiers were at last able to do their jobs. One by one, each aircraft’s belly clicked open, allowing their bombs to flop out, before gravity took hold and, twitching gently, they accelerated towards their targets. The German crews watched in wonder as their lethal cargo disappeared beneath them, the river and its warehoused banks conspicuous in the late summer light. A gunner aboard one of the Heinkel bombers later described approaching the docks, seeing some flak and barrage balloons below, ‘but not a single fighter, which surprised us greatly’.14

The very first bombs hit the Ford Motor Works at Dagenham, around 10 miles east of the city centre. Next to suffer was Beckton Gasworks, 3 miles west and on the fringes of London proper. These were followed by the Royal Docks and factories of North Woolwich and Silvertown, on the north bank of the river.15

For those below, what had initially been a dazzling aerial parade now became something very different. Jack Graham Wright, an architectural student from Plumstead in south-east London, was having tea with his family. ‘We all became conscious of a growing crescendo of noise, and then a series of enormous thuds growing nearer. These were making the ground heave so that we could feel through our bodies the shocks coming up from under the boards of the floor, which jerked and moved strangely. I leaned on the doorjamb to steady myself, when the biggest crunch of all came with the hugest noise.’ Wright felt the floor churn and heard doors and windows crashing around him as the room filled with dust.16



If the experience was bad enough for those indoors, it was terrifying for people on the streets. Len Jones, an 18-year-old from Poplar in the East End, was among those caught out in the open:


It was very exciting because the first formations were coming over without any bombs dropping. They were very, very majestic, and I had no thought that they were actual bombers. Then the bombs began to fall. The suction and the compression from the high-explosive bombs just pushed and pulled you, and the whole of the atmosphere was turbulating so hard that, after an explosion of a nearby bomb, you could actually feel your eyeballs being [almost] sucked out. And the suction was so vast, it ripped my shirt away, and ripped my trousers. I couldn’t get my breath. The smoke was like acid and everything around me was black and yellow. And the bombers kept on and on, the whole road was moving, rising and falling.17



As the bombs struck home, buildings which had stood for decades, some for centuries, were maimed or vanished in an instant. And where stone and brick disintegrated, flesh stood no chance of survival. One ambulance man, working inside his depot, dived for cover beneath his vehicle. ‘The next thing I knew, the whole place came down on top of us. We were completely buried. One bomb had penetrated the back of the building. I could just see the daylight through the dust. I realised I couldn’t walk properly – something had happened to my leg. My helmet had been blown off. I seemed to be the only one to get out.’18

Gone was the idyllic Saturday afternoon. Hitler had declared war on the British people and for those caught up in the indiscriminate brutality, it was an assault on every human sense, as one victim of later bombs would recall:


The explosion made an indescribable noise – something like a colossal growl – and was accompanied by a veritable tornado of air blast. I felt an excruciating pain in my ears and all sounds were replaced by a very loud singing noise. I succeeded in forcing myself down into a crouching position with my knees on the ground, my feet against the kerb behind me and my hands covering my face. Then I received another hit on the forehead and felt weaker. The blast seemed to come in successive waves accompanied by vibrations from the ground. I felt as if it were trying to ‘spin’ me and tear me away from the kerb. Just as I felt that I could not hold out much longer I realised that the blast pressure was decreasing and a shower of dust, dirt and rubble swept across me. Pieces penetrated my face, some skin was blown off, and something pierced my left thumbnail and my knuckles were cut, causing me involuntarily to let go my hold on the kerb. Twice I tried to rise, but seemed held down – eventually I staggered to my feet. I wondered where the water was coming from, which I felt dripping down my face, and soon discovered that it was blood from my head wounds.19



People tried to make their way to places they believed might be safe: basements, corridors, whatever they could find. One 14-year-old girl remembered her mother sprinting out to grab her off the street before pushing her and her two little brothers down into the family shelter. The girl’s desperate prayers no doubt echoed those of thousands of others: ‘Please Jesus, don’t let the screaming whistlings come too close.’20

In and around the Docklands, the high-explosive ordnance was an immediate and lethal danger to those caught in the open. Then came the hundreds of magnesium incendiaries. The impact of a conventional bomb, terrible though it was, was over in an instant; German incendiaries were conceived to ignite the vast amount of timber and other flammables in the area, causing damage and chaos for hours, even days. With fires starting to flare up in dozens of locations, the call went out to London’s firefighters.

Peter Blackmore, a successful playwright who had joined the Auxiliary Fire Service (AFS), noted how ‘in the watch-room, the girls were agog with excitement. In fact, everyone seemed pleased that something had happened at last.’ Many staff and firefighters were amateurs, with only minimal training. Blackmore and his team set off eastwards towards the docks, quickly joining what became ‘an endless queue of appliances, all steadily moving and being detailed to their exact positions. Bombs were falling fast and heavy.’21 Amid the developing chaos, motorcycle despatch riders from the AFS began racing to and fro, trying to establish and then communicate what was happening. Fire engines clanged through the streets only to find, when they arrived at their destination, that there was no one in charge to tell them what to do. Even where firefighters were given clear directions and plans, the circumstances made their work enormously challenging; water was available for their pumps from the docks themselves, but the endless blasts made it difficult and dangerous to reach it.

Peter Blackmore and hundreds of fellow firefighters now began to face something much worse – and on a far greater scale – than they had been prepared for.



Above the destruction they had wrought, the German aircrew finally began to feel the sting of Fighter Command. Luftwaffe bomber pilot Horst Juventus had been surprised by the clear run he had enjoyed at the beginning of the raid, but, having dropped his bombs over the docks and turned away, ‘had not gone far when the RAF caught up with us and all hell broke loose again. There were aircraft scooting about in all directions, some falling in flames and parachutes opening.’ Luftwaffe fighter pilot Peter Winker soon found himself fighting for his life. As he and his comrades banked towards France someone shouted ‘Fighters!’ over the radio, as a wave of Hurricanes and Spitfires attacked. ‘We had only one thought – to dive for the coast and reach home before our tanks ran dry. I saw a number of combats in progress, mostly bombers in trouble, but we could do nothing to help. I also saw two RAF machines going down in flames and one Messerschmitt. The ME 110s had of course long shot their bolt. I recall seeing one formation of these planes over the Channel which had been decimated, the survivors trying to escape the Hurricanes.’22

With the Luftwaffe gone, the relief was palpable. As British radar stations watched the remaining airborne contacts cross back to France, they were finally able to pass on the signal for which their traumatised targets had been longing. When the ‘all-clear’ sounded at 6.10 p.m. – around an hour after the first bombs had landed – those who had been cowering in shelters and basements emerged timidly into the early evening light, many of them plastered in debris or suffering lacerations from blown-in windows. One eyewitness recalled climbing out to find that ‘the daylight had turned strangely yellow and millions of black bits – like miniature tadpoles – were raining down from the sky, settling on everything. The whole stretch of sky to the south of our garden glowed like a vast sea of fire. Smoke billowed up many hundreds of feet while sparks flew in every direction.’23

Ivy Alexander had waited until things seemed to have quietened down before cycling home from Epping Forest. ‘As we approached London we could see huge black smoke clouds and thought we were in for a storm. We later discovered it was smoke from the many fires started by bombs. We could not get near home at all as we were turned back by policemen. Eventually we made a detour and went along by a canal at the back of the factories. Most of these were on fire and we were both drenched from the firemen’s hoses.’24

For some families, the horror was becoming clearer. At the start of the raid, 16-year-old Derek Allen had been posing for a family photo at his cousin’s wedding in Lewisham. As the sirens had sounded, his father had driven Derek’s grandparents back to their nearby home. Reliving the experience many years later, a pained look on his face, Derek described arriving at his grandparents’ house to find his father in shock. ‘I said “What’s wrong?” And my father said, “My two best friends have been killed.” I immediately thought of two Army people, because he’d just been discharged from the Army with wounds. But it wasn’t. It was his parents: my grandmother and grandfather. Their house had taken a direct hit. In those days, it was always said that “big boys don’t cry”. I made an excuse, went into the toilet, locked myself in and really sobbed.’25

The departure of the Luftwaffe gave the capital only limited respite. The task of defending London against its next adversary was growing every minute.



The inferno at Surrey Docks quickly developed into the largest the country had ever seen, with firefighters watching in horror as the huge timber stacks they had doused with water sizzled for a moment and then burst back into flame. Telegraph poles spontaneously ignited. Grain spilling from warehouses began melting into treacle, bogging down the teams as they tried to go about their work. The emergency crews began what would become an appalling, hours-long, sensory ordeal. Sub-Officer Cyril Demarne found himself and his men almost overwhelmed by ‘the choking fumes of burning rubber and tar; the blistering heat and the blinding sparks were merely unpleasant incidentals. Great dense columns of smoke rose hundreds of feet into the air, mushrooming out to obscure the light of the evening sun. Long tongues of brilliant orange and yellow flame erupted from the heavily stocked warehouses and factories, probing into the black cloud as firemen drove powerful jets into the surrounding inferno without effect.’26

Years later, Richard Holsgrove, then an excitable 17-year-old junior fireman, was still haunted by his arrival at Surrey Docks near Rotherhithe to find 200 acres’ worth of timber burning out of control. ‘Everything was burning, flames going up,’ he remembered. ‘Inside, I don’t think I was frightened, more excited as a young boy. I was hoping the fire would be put out quick, so I could get home and tell my mum.’ He was told to hold tight to a firehose which, with up to 60 pounds of pressure coursing through it, would become a lethal hazard if released. Suddenly, Holsgrove’s senior officer pointed to a third-storey window above. ‘He said, “There’s someone up there. There’s someone up that building.” I couldn’t see anybody at the time but the next thing, a chair or something came through the glass and this chap was shouting out, “Help!” ’ The senior officer asked if Holsgrove – then still a novice – would be willing to climb up and attempt a rescue. With extraordinary bravery, young Richard agreed and began ascending the outside of the building, using a specially designed hook ladder. Reaching and then reassuring the terrified man, Holsgrove knew that the most challenging part of his mission was still ahead of him. ‘I got behind him and helped – because he was all shaking – and we climbed down the ladder to the next windowsill. I said, “Now put your legs over the windowsill. I’ll hold you. Don’t worry.” ’ Holsgrove hooked and unhooked the ladder on each sill until the two of them reached the ground. The rescued man collapsed on the ground, ‘trembling and shaking all over – but that was a life saved that I felt incredibly proud of’.27

The conflagration forced the firefighters to adopt new skills. One 11-year-old boy and his siblings tried to steer a path between the blaze at the Surrey Docks and the River Thames: ‘As we ran through the square, the church wall – which ran something like two hundred yards – seemed to be moving with the heat. Firemen that were trying to help our escape were actually firing their hoses against the wall of the church to [create] a tunnel of water for us to run through to escape the smoke and the flames.’28



The exhausted German crews began landing back in northern France. They had been into ‘the lion’s mouth’, battled Hurricanes and Spitfires, and lived. As one German navigator recalled, ‘We reached our base in a state of nerves and sweat and thankful to get down alive. There was a great deal of crowing on our side over the great fires in London and the propaganda services were going full blast.’ That sense of jubilation quickly turned to anxiety when they were told to have an early meal and prepare to fly again to London before dark. Pilot Horst Juventus was not alone in feeling apprehensive at the thought of going back: ‘We were not really trained in night flying, I was very much a novice.’ After what must have felt like an alarmingly quick turnaround, 250 bombers gathered in the skies over France once again and set course for London.29

As the appalled and disbelieving staff at radar stations in southern England picked up signs of the returning formations, the sirens in London sounded once again. The time was 8.10 p.m. Fifty minutes later the Luftwaffe were back. Looking down, Horst Juventus felt a strange sense of awe:


We were like moths drawn to the flames as we crawled up the river, seeing other bombers before and behind us, not in formation but a long train. It was impossible to miss the target because the docks were still blazing. I thought of the brave firemen down below and how frightened they must be, trying to put out those great fires with bombs falling around them. We dropped our bombs and turned away carefully, watching out for other bombers. I felt we were taking part in an historic event. It was impossible not to be impressed by all this, even though we were in danger.30



Those on the ground who had assumed the worst had passed had to rouse themselves and seek safety once more. Twelve-year-old Tom Betts, living in Bethnal Green in the East End, had been told by his father, away serving with the RAF, to do everything he could as the eldest boy to ‘look after Mum’. On the day of the attack, he and his friends had been out taking orders from neighbours for sacks of coking coal; the profit they made – three pence a sack – allowed them to pay for small luxuries like pie and eels, and the occasional Saturday cinema ticket. Mesmerised by the sight of the first attack, they had risked a trip to the roof of their six-floor block of flats for a glimpse of the planes flying so low that they felt they could almost reach out and touch the black crosses on their wings. In the square below, oblivious to the nearby destruction, children continued to play. Finally comprehending the danger, Tom and his family had hidden in the ground-floor corridor.

After that raid, they had quickly embraced normality, even heading out to do the weekend shopping. Returning home after an hour or so – Tom had been able to buy one of his favourite Superman comics – they found the taps in their building were not working because all the water had been used to fight fires. On his way to a nearby standpipe to fill a bucket, Tom met a neighbour who had heard on the radio that another wave of bombers was on its way. He ran home to persuade his mother that this time they should seek safety in the nearby Columbia Road air-raid shelter, about the size of one and a half football pitches, with room for hundreds of people. As it began to fill, Tom noticed the temperature rise steadily. Filtering out the hubbub inside – the guests of a relocated wedding reception were laughing and singing – Tom heard the occasional distant rumble, indicating that bombs were still falling, and in some cases getting closer. Despite lying on a corrugated iron sheet, he fell asleep to the chatter of his mother and aunt. Revisiting that night decades later, the pain on his face still clear as day, an adult Tom described how he had felt then about joining others at Columbia Road. ‘I was pleased about it because I felt this was a safe haven: we wouldn’t have any trouble down there.’31

Among those also seeking sanctuary was 17-year-old Ellen Neport, along with her fiancé George Ackred, her father and four younger siblings. The entire family had stood for a wedding photograph taken a few weeks earlier; a contented Ellen and her two sisters posed as bridesmaids while her two, much younger, brothers stood at the front of the group, gazing curiously at the camera, with 3-year-old Derek, the younger of the two, holding the hand of the khaki-uniformed bridegroom. A friend of Ellen’s mother found them all a comfortable spot in the shelter near the ventilation shaft where the air at least would be cleaner and cooler.

With hundreds of bombers returning, Londoners once again began to endure the near-unendurable. And once again, the poorer residential areas close to the docks took much of the force of the attack.



Teenager Len Jones, whose shirt had been ripped off earlier by a blast, had this time found his way to a public street shelter. Despite the solidity of the brick and concrete structure, the explosions seemed to lift everything up like ‘a ship in a rough sea’. At the same time ‘the suction and the blasts coming in and out of the steel door bashed us around against the walls. The worst part was the poor little kids; they were so scared, they were screaming and crying, clutching at their parents. The heat was colossal, the steel door was so hot you couldn’t touch it. And everybody was being sick and people were carrying out their normal human needs. The smell was terrible.’32 Blazes ignited by this new attack now merged with those still burning from earlier. At Surrey Docks alone, hundreds of fire pumps were in action. At the nearby East India Docks, an AFS fireman was fixated by the ‘vast sheets of flame and a terrific roar. It was so bright. The fire was so huge that we could do little more than make a feeble attempt to put it out. The whole of [one] warehouse was a raging inferno, against which were silhouetted groups of pigmy firemen directing their futile jets at the wall of flame.’

One officer, commanding a flotilla of six fireboats, experienced what had become an almost apocalyptic scene. ‘We kept close formation until we reached Woolwich, and then saw an extraordinary spectacle. There was nothing but fire ahead, apparently stretching right across the river and burning on both its banks. We seemed to be entering a tunnel of fire – no break in it anywhere. All the usual landmarks were obliterated by walls of flame. Burning barges drifted past.’33

For Cyril Demarne, ‘the crump of explosions became just a background to the general din, but, always, one was aware of the whine of the fire pumps, the dry mouth and tortured eyes, the scorching heat and the tangle of twisting, snaking hose. Many who felt they were engaged in a hopeless task battled on, encouraged by the example of neighbouring crews slogging away at the wall of flame, crouching head down to protect faces against the heat.’ The windows of entire warehouses were lit by yellow and orange as if they were the backdrop for some macabre painting or puppet show. Cranes stood silhouetted against the fire like forlorn sentries. Roofs had collapsed into buildings the length of football fields, vast flames rising up from within, illuminating their skeletons as if ancient Roman monuments. The firefighters’ faces were black with soot, their uniforms singed, their lungs raw from the dust; many were suffering from cuts and burns. Dwarfed by the infernos but bravely manning their writhing hoses, they sought out flames they might at least have a chance of quenching. As the raiders continued their bombing runs overhead, red-hot shrapnel bounced off buildings and walls and landed at their feet. Occasionally, parachute mines – resembling small boilers – would float down from the darkness, and explode in ‘a blinding flash of pink light which seemed to persist for seconds’ before ‘what appeared to be a whole street of houses would go flying in the air in a great gust of smoke and dust, scattering bricks and slates, furniture and bodies’.34

The fires themselves were like many-headed hydras: huge embers from one blaze, some a foot long, would be lifted by the scorching updraught before settling and igniting elsewhere. Everything burned: grain, sugar, tea, paint. A stream of rats was seen fleeing the warehouses. Numerous once moored vessels were ablaze and adrift. Dockside cranes sagged and then collapsed in the heat. The inferno began to reach some of the nearby ammunition supplies, triggering secondary explosions. A Royal Navy destroyer berthed nearby was desperately shooting its anti-aircraft guns into the darkness in an effort to exact retribution upon the attackers. Some experiences took on an almost dreamlike quality, as one fireman at the docks remembered. ‘It was so bright there was no need for headlights. Occasionally, we would glance up and then we would see a strange sight: a flock of pigeons kept circling round overhead almost all night. They seemed lost, as if they couldn’t understand the unnatural dawn. The pigeons seemed white in the glare, birds of peace making a strange contrast with the scene below.’35



Taking refuge in the nearby Columbia Road air-raid shelter, young Tom Betts was woken by a shattering explosion:


All I can recollect was feeling very giddy and sick. I opened my eyes. It was very dark, I could hear screams and whistles. Startled, I suddenly remembered where I was and began to feel around for my mother and brother, as it was impossible to see. The area was full of dust and pitch-black. Still lying on the ground, I focused on the dim glow coming from the bulb in the distance. As my eyes focused, I saw silhouettes of people pouring out of the exit doors. I began to crawl towards the source of the light, over a sheet of metal covered by a blanket on which a woman sat. She screamed at me to get off as she did not want her blanket covered in blood. What blood was she talking about? I felt my head. I had assumed that the sticky liquid I could feel was perspiration. It wasn’t. I was the source of the blood.36



Tom staggered from where he had been sleeping to the shelter’s first-aid room. He forced his way in, joining twenty or so others including one of his friends. A nurse bandaged his bloodied head as he waited for an ambulance.

Ellen Neport and George Ackred had briefly returned home just moments before the bomb hit. Arriving back at Columbia Road, they were confronted by a scene of horrific devastation. George rushed into the shelter in search of Ellen’s family, while she waited outside on a bench. She looked on in horror as a lady emerged from the smouldering wreckage carrying her ‘partly decapitated’ baby. George had to fight his way into the carnage. ‘One of the worst things was digging and digging, digging through all of this debris, thinking will I ever find them. Me and [Ellen’s] Dad, we got the two boys out and they had been killed outright. We looked around for Rene and Joycie [Ellen’s teenage sisters], found Rene, and we got some people to carry her out. She was in a terrible condition: all her stomach had been blown away. And we were looking for Joycie, but couldn’t find her. I was crying, her dad was crying – I’ve never heard a man crying like that – I was trying to comfort him but didn’t know what to say.’ Recalling that night decades later, a dignified but pained Ellen Neport described how, when her father had to tell his wife that four of her five children had been killed in the blast, she had just ‘screamed and screamed and screamed and screamed’.37

A bandaged Tom Betts, meanwhile, was led outside to a waiting ambulance, and given a blanket. The light from nearby fires gave the impression that it was daylight. A first short journey took him to a small hospital a couple of streets away, where he was rebandaged before being put in another ambulance with four stretchers and a woman first-aider. A second journey to find a hospital that could accept them was ‘horrendous’: the ambulance often found its path blocked by rubble and the remains of shattered houses. The driver tried several alternatives, all of which were overwhelmed. At one point, the first-aider had to tell the driver that the man on the stretcher above Tom had died. When she reached out to check on the now terrified Tom, he cried out, ‘I’m not dead!’

Tom and the other survivors were eventually accepted by a hospital half a mile to the north-west. With bombs still falling in the vicinity, and particularly concerned to have been separated from his mother and brother about whom he had no news, he was shown somewhere to rest. Later, a nun came into his room with jelly and a cup of tea, followed by a nurse who changed his dressings again. Hours later, his uncle managed to trace him and give him the news that his father would return from his RAF base in the north-west of England as soon as he could. It was ten days before Tom learned from his father that his brother was safe and unharmed – but that his beloved mother, hit by the blast as they lay together, was dead. Initially unable to talk, she had unwittingly given her maiden name to hospital staff, and died of her injuries before Tom’s dad had been able to find her. With his head injury refusing to heal properly, Tom would remain in hospital for treatment until the following May. As the one who had insisted they go to the shelter, he would carry his guilt about the death of his mother for years afterwards. ‘It was a real feeling of pain and anguish; it stabbed me. I had taken Mum down to that wretched shelter and she had been killed. It’s awful, but in some ways I feel I killed my own mother.’

Tom Betts’s mother and Ellen Neport’s four brothers and sisters were just five of the forty-five people killed in the Columbia Road disaster. It was the worst single loss of life of the night.




LONDON SUMMER 2024


Today, there is little evidence of the tragedy. When I visit the area on a bright late summer morning, I am first struck by how much it must have changed. An almost exclusively working-class district back then, with many people employed in the docks, there are now distinct signs of gentrification; one boutique on Columbia Road itself seems to only sell wine, vinyl LPs and hi-fis. I ask a man in his thirties sweeping the steps outside his flat if he knows of a memorial to those killed during any Night Blitz bombing in the area, but he confesses that he has no idea. The receptionist in the nearby primary school does not know either but suggests I head along the road to nearby Ravenscroft Park. It feels strange that such a significant event should have been allowed to slip out of common memory. At the time it would have been all anyone could have talked about. The original Columbia Road Market – an impressive, gothic-style building – was demolished in the 1960s. Perhaps it is not surprising that out of sight has meant of out of mind too. And perhaps it is unfair of me to judge anyone for their ignorance. Why should they know? Why should they care? The bombing happened a lifetime ago, just one of countless tragedies to have hit this city.

A hundred metres to the east of the site of the old market, in a somewhat neglected rose garden, I finally find what I am looking for: a small, square stone memorial to those killed in the bombing. Among the names listed in black type are Dorothy Betts (aged 39), Irene Neport (15), Joyce Neport (13), Samuel Neport (5) and Derek Neport (3). What is perhaps most shocking is the range of ages: the oldest victim, Elizabeth Harris, was eighty; the youngest, Patrick Emmerson, was just two. Was it baby Patrick’s decapitated body, I ask myself, that Ellen Neport witnessed being carried out by his mother?

A memorial was unveiled on the seventy-fifth anniversary of the attack, 7 September 2015. Tom Betts, who had found the strength to move on from the tragedy, became a schoolteacher, husband and proud father, and was there to witness the ceremony. A news article marking the day shows him beaming, with his arm around one of his daughters. Some of the dozen or so online comments below the piece are as poignant as they are brief. One recalls how ‘Ellen or Nell’ – almost certainly Ellen Neport – used to say that ‘before [the attack] all was life and laughter, and afterwards just silence’. Another describes how one of the victims was his 18-year-old aunt, Marie Harris, and that ‘she died shielding my sister’. A comment from 2016 tells us that it was the author’s own parents’ wedding reception which relocated to the shelter that night, that some of her family were killed, and that, in the years that followed, her parents ‘never ever received an anniversary card’; the same author attended the 2015 unveiling of the memorial with her 98-year-old cousin – a survivor – and reports that it was a ‘lovely day’ attended by many people. The very final comment – from 2021 – describes how the author’s mother and two sisters survived the attack, despite suffering shrapnel wounds. It ends with the following touching announcement: ‘Tom Betts, you are my cousin.’38

Trying to digest all this, I find myself wrestling with a host of differing emotions. I rage at the unfairness of it all: the way that these people’s lives were extinguished so cruelly. I am saddened and frustrated, too, that they seemed to have been forgotten – that the people going about their lives right here on this street, right now, are ignorant of what happened. But there is something in the concise, understated commentary below the news article which is profoundly moving. Those few comments – a couple of hundred words buried on a local news website – are proof that people have not forgotten. They know and they care. The flame of memory may be dim, but it flickers still.




LONDON 8 SEPTEMBER 1940


The Luftwaffe formations made their final departure from London’s environs at around 4.30 a.m. With the attackers gone, the sound for which the whole city had been so desperately longing was finally heard: a single continuous note lasting two minutes. The skies were once again ‘all clear’.

Dawn broke at around 6 a.m. The thousands of exhausted firefighters, many of whom had travelled from as far afield as Bristol and Birmingham, stood sodden in their filthy uniforms, ravenously hungry and almost asleep on their feet. Some had worked non-stop, all night, risking their lives over and over again. The damage the city had suffered was as bad as anything seen since the Great Fire of 1666 – and multiple blazes still burned. There was broken glass, rubble, tiles, the remnants of cars and burned-out buildings everywhere. Evil-smelling smoke lingered over streets and lanes. Roads were cratered and blocked. Countless water and gas mains were damaged. Electricity cables had been torn to shreds. Worn-out fireman Cyril Demarne tried his best to make sense of it:


The streets presented a frightful spectacle. Great gaps were torn in the houses and heavy clouds of mortar dust smothered everything in sight. Still, grotesque figures, sprawling in the roadway, splayed against a wall or tossed in a corner like rag dolls were camouflaged, merging with surrounding rubble. The homeless presented a pitiable and, sometimes, horrifying sight. All were smothered in dust, some uncannily white with plaster from ceilings: men and women with dishevelled hair, stiff with dust and standing up like a clown’s. Some ranted and raved, others sat in shocked silence.39



Those emerging, dazed and shattered, tried to grasp what had happened to them and their city. Two raids, over some nine hours, had delivered hundreds of tons of high-explosive and incendiary bombs onto the docks and the East End of London. In all, 436 people – many of them children – had been killed; a further 1,600 were seriously injured.40 Not just by bombs and flame but crumbling walls, collapsing ceilings, flying bricks and shattered glass.

In a radio broadcast three days later, Prime Minister Winston Churchill addressed the nation:


These cruel, wanton, indiscriminate bombings of London are, of course, a part of Hitler’s invasion plans. He hopes, by killing large numbers of civilians, and women and children, that he will terrorise and cow the people of this mighty imperial city. Little does he know the spirit of the British nation, or the tough fibre of the Londoners.41



Churchill and the millions listening would only discover later that what became known as Black Saturday was just the beginning. The Luftwaffe would keep coming back. The concerted bombing campaign, which began in London on 7 September 1940, would continue for fifty-six of the next fifty-seven nights, eventually taking in all corners of the UK. What Churchill called the nation’s ‘spirit’ – what would later be dubbed a dogged, stoical and often selfless ‘Blitz Spirit’ – would be tested like never before.

But how had it all started? Where had the concept of the aerial bombardment of civilians been conceived?








CHAPTER TWO THE BABY KILLERS



NORFOLK WINTER 1915


The morning of 19 January 1915 was bitingly cold on Germany’s North Sea coast, when three huge M-class Zeppelin airships slipped their tethers at their bases near Hamburg, fired up their propellers and rose sluggishly into the sky. The First World War was only five months old but the mud-swamped trenches, where so many young men would die, were already redefining the landscape of northern Europe. Kaiser Wilhelm’s arms manufacturers, like their enemies, were searching for every possible military advantage. These new weapons of war were embarking on a previously unimaginable mission: to cross the sea which divided Britain from mainland Europe and shower the island nation with incendiaries and high explosives. Their route would take them north towards Denmark, then west over the North Sea.1

Constructed from fabric wrapped around a solid aluminium frame and held aloft by lighter-than-air hydrogen, the 160-metre-long, marrow-shaped Zeppelins could cruise at some 9,000 feet and 50 miles per hour, with a range of around 1,300 miles. One of the trio had instructions to attack the Thames Estuary, the others, the port of Hull. The first airship was soon forced to turn back with mechanical problems and the remaining duo took more than nine hours to reach the English coast. Unbeknown to the fifteen-man crew, standing somewhat precariously in a small, under-belly gondola, a strong headwind had pushed them drastically off course, and rather than approaching the Humber, they were well over a hundred miles to its south. They crossed the Norfolk shingle in the darkness sometime around 8 p.m. Those on the first Zeppelin, commanded by the extravagantly named Kapitänleutnant Count Magnus von Platen-Hallermund, believed they were somewhere close to Scarborough, so turned north-westwards. Captain Lieutenant Johann Fritz, in charge of the second, realised they were now over East Anglia, and, straightening his map as effectively as his frozen fingers would allow, he gave orders to head south-east, towards Great Yarmouth. The assault was on.



Von Platen-Hallermund’s airship whispered its way to the seaside resort of Cromer. ‘It made two or three circles over the Gas Works,’ a local newspaper later reported, ‘as though undecided what to do’, then continued west over the neighbouring town of Sheringham. Here, at 8.30 p.m., it released its first 50kg bomb upon the picturesque, red-roofed, flintstone-covered streets. The result was underwhelming. Landing in a back alley, it failed to explode, and was later discovered by a local resident, who popped it into a bucket for ‘safekeeping’. Undaunted, the Zeppelin crew tried again shortly afterwards. This time their 50kg weapon did explode, on open ground, causing no significant damage. The next attempt crashed through the roof of a house on the seafront, tearing a large hole in the bedroom floor and landing harmlessly beside a father and daughter at a table downstairs. Having circled Sheringham, with little to show for his efforts, Von Platen-Hallermund ordered his crew to take the Zeppelin back out to sea.

Johann Fritz’s craft continued its ponderous advance towards the port of Great Yarmouth. Approaching from the north, it too began to drop high explosives and incendiaries. Several landed ineffectually on the outskirts, but one hit a small house, exploding and killing 72-year-old Martha Taylor and 53-year-old shoemaker Samuel Smith – the first ever fatalities as a result of air warfare over Britain. Further explosions burst a water main behind the Fish Wharf and killed a dog on the nearby racecourse. Fritz’s manoeuvre, over by 9 p.m., lasted little more than ten minutes. Their work done, they turned northwards over the chill waters of the North Sea, hugging the coastline for around 30 miles, before beginning their lengthy journey home.

Von Platen-Hallermund was now zigzagging southwards from Hunstanton towards the glimmering streetlamps of King’s Lynn. ‘My daughter was on her way home from the theatre,’ one woman recalled later. At first, the girl thought she had heard a steam-powered tractor somewhere in the distance, then, ‘all of a sudden, there was a light coming down from the sky. She said the whole of the street was lit up, and a bomb fell. Then another. The shock of the second one threw her to the ground.’ Some who heard the explosions thought their children had fallen out of bed, or that a horse was coughing; others, that someone was slamming a door. The first bomb dropped, relatively innocuously, near a railway bridge; the second into a deserted garden. A third fell onto a poorer part of the town. ‘When I heard the airship, my wife and I thought at first it was a motor,’ said resident John Goate. ‘It kept kicking up an awful row. We were all in bed. My wife advised me to get up. We were in the front bedroom, and the children [14-year-old Percy and 4-year-old Ethel] were in the back room, where there was a light burning. On hearing a bomb explode, I said to her, “Rush and blow the lamp out.” She went and did so at once, and I was just getting into my trousers when another bomb fell, this time on our house.’

The roof and walls collapsed, and the entire family was buried alive. ‘I could hear my wife and children screaming for help but couldn’t move. I lay shouting for help for half an hour before anybody came. Then it took two hours before we were all got out. I begged them to liberate my wife and children first. There were policemen, soldiers and other men helping, and they had to get a hacksaw to saw the iron bedstead through. Then they got me on the ambulance. My two children, with their bed tilted up, were just about on their heads.’ Percy’s body was ‘found in a bewildering mass of broken brick and timber’, as a journalist later put it. Mrs Goate was nursing a broken leg, and young Ethel was practically unhurt. Just yards away, 26-year-old Alice Gazley had also perished. She’d been visiting friends next door, which was now a splintered wreck. After the explosion, her hostess ‘saw Alice run [but] knew nothing more of her’. She was later found by a search party, already ‘dead and cold’. Her father, also out looking for her, ‘took her in his arms and carried her away’. By terrible coincidence, Alice had been widowed less than three months earlier, when her husband was killed on the Western Front.

‘Very few actually saw the Zeppelin as it hovered in the inky black over the town,’ reported the local newspaper. ‘But no one who has not experienced it can picture the sensation felt by the people as they wondered where the next bomb would fall. The aircraft remained about a quarter of an hour, discharged its murderous mission, and then whizzed off again.’

The raid, which some historians have dubbed the start of the ‘First Blitz’, had been unprecedented. An enemy power had sent a military force through the skies against Britain and killed innocents below. A statement by the German government, published later that week in at least one British newspaper, tried to justify the killings. ‘Our airships, in order to attack the fortified place of Great Yarmouth, were obliged to fly over other places, from which it is stated they were fired at. These attacks were answered by throwing bombs. The air war is acknowledged to be a means of modern warfare as long as it is carried out within the rules of international law. This has been done. The German nation has been forced by England to fight for her existence and cannot be forced to forego legitimate self-defence.’ The awkwardly phrased, and not entirely accurate explanation of the assault, offered little succour for the families preparing to bury their dead. ‘The amount of damage was small – no more than has happened often in a gas explosion – the loss of life slight,’ noted a reporter writing in the next edition of The War Illustrated magazine. ‘But the loathsome blood-mad fiends who could do this foul work and rejoice, stirred every Briton’s heart to sterner resolve, to crush that degraded nation whose war methods are more savage than those of the lowest races known to anthropology.’

The article had run under the headline: THE COMING OF THE AERIAL ‘BABY KILLERS’. The nickname soon stuck.2



That first lethal aerial attack had been a long time in the making. In November 1783, Frenchman Jean-François de Rozier survived a 5-mile voyage in a hot-air balloon designed by the Montgolfier brothers, the pioneers of early manned flight. Their crude design, constructed from taffeta, involved stoking an onboard fire to heat air to achieve take-off. Just two years later, his compatriot Jean-Pierre Blanchard managed to cross the Channel in a hydrogen-filled balloon. Aerial warfare was first attempted in 1849 when the Austrian army found its artillery hampered by the lagoons around Venice and prepared five explosive-laden balloons. ‘In a favourable wind, the balloons will be launched and directed as near to Venice as possible,’ reported the Magnet newspaper. ‘Their being brought in a vertical position over the town, the fire will be given by electro-magnetism.’3 It is unclear just how successful the attempt was, and the Venetians themselves were said to have been unperturbed.4 The next big milestone came in September 1852 when Henri Giffard achieved powered flight for the first time, setting off from the Hippodrome in Paris and travelling 17 miles in a steam engine and propeller-powered airship, said to look like a ‘gigantic fish’.5

It was the internal combustion engine, however, which heralded a new era. Airship designs soon followed as the method of propulsion shifted from steam to gasoline and, by 1900, Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin was able to build his first prototype. Here was a weapon of war which many believed could swing the strategic balance of power. It wasn’t the only one. In December 1903, bicycle-makers Wilbur and Orville Wright flew 40 yards across the sands at Kill Devil Hills, Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, in their heavier-than-air skeletal ‘Flyer’, constructed of wood, string and muslin. Within six years, Louis Blériot had crossed the Channel – 24 miles in just over thirty-five minutes.

In the years leading up to the First World War, France, Spain and the United States had all developed an interest in aerial warfare. Italian Lieutenant Giulio Gavotti became the first to drop a bomb from the sky on forces in Libya loyal to the Ottoman Empire. ‘Today I have decided to try to throw bombs from the aeroplane,’ he wrote to his father before the flight on 1 November 1911. ‘It is the first time that we will try this, and if I succeed, I will be really pleased to be the first person to do it.’ He would later recall:


As soon as the weather is clear, I head to the camp to take my plane out. Near the seat, I have fixed a little leather case with padding inside. I have laid the bombs in it very carefully. These are small round bombs, weighing about a kilo-and-a-half each. I put three in the case and another one in the front pocket of my jacket. After a while, I notice the dark shape of the oasis [below]. With one hand, I hold the steering wheel, with the other I take out one of the bombs and put it on my lap. I am ready. The oasis is about one kilometre away. I can see the Arab tents very well. I take the bomb with my right hand, pull off the security tag and throw the bomb out, avoiding the wing. I can see it falling through the sky for a couple of seconds and then it disappears. And after a little while, I can see a small dark cloud in the middle of the encampment. I have hit the target! I then send two other bombs with less success. I still have one left which I decide to launch later, on an oasis close to Tripoli. I come back pleased with the result. I go straight to report to General Caneva. Everybody is satisfied.6



When the First World War broke out in August 1914, the German military was quick to try to establish an advantage in, and from, the air. On 25 August, their Zeppelins attacked Antwerp as part of a military siege on the crucial port. A correspondent from the London Daily Chronicle described living through ‘the most tragic night of the war’.


For the first time in history a great civilised community has been bombarded from the sky in the darkness of the night. Count Zeppelin, whom the Kaiser called the greatest genius of the century, has performed the greatest exploit of his life. He may well be proud of his achievement. He has mangled and slaughtered non-belligerents, men, women and children. He has thrown bombs on hospitals where the Belgians were tending German wounded; he has staggered humanity. In a single house I found four dead. One room was a chamber of horrors, the remains of the mangled bodies being scattered in every direction. In the house opposite a husband and wife, whose only son had just died in battle, were killed – a whole family wiped out.7



Just days later, on 30 August 1914, a German aircraft dropped several small bombs on Paris, the first on a capital city. Observers watched with interest as a strange aeroplane ‘shaped like a giant bird’ released four bombs by hand from a height of around 1,800 metres. There was only minor damage to a railway station and to a street close to the River Seine, but one woman was reported killed. The pilot also dropped a pouch containing a bundle of propaganda leaflets. ‘The German army is at the gates of Paris,’ they read. ‘There is nothing for you to do but surrender.’8

Britain wasn’t immune. Three days before Christmas 1914, a German seaplane dropped two small bombs in the sea off the coast of Dover. Another came on the morning of Christmas Eve 1914. ‘The aeroplane was flying very high, coming from the direction of Deal,’ reported the Evening Mail. ‘It was almost completely hidden in the white fleecy clouds, which were travelling along fairly briskly under the influence of a sharp south-easterly wind. The bomb it dropped, probably intended for Dover Castle, fell harmlessly a few hundred yards away, in a cabbage patch. The garden in which the bomb fell was that of Mr T. A. Terson, an auctioneer and valuer. A hole was made about 10ft wide and 4ft deep, and small pieces of cabbages were scattered some distance on all sides. The force of the explosion shattered many windows in the neighbourhood.’9 It was the first ever air attack on English soil.

In the months that followed, Germany began to develop Der Feuerplan – ‘The Fire Plan’ – a ruthless initiative to bomb the British government into negotiating an end to the war. On 31 May 1915, some four months after that first unconvincing attack on Norfolk, another Zeppelin crossed the coast near Margate and arrived over London at around 11 p.m.

For Lady Cynthia Asquith, it provided a moment of wild excitement as she watched people rush into the street to gawp skywards. ‘Some men there said they saw the Zeppelin, alas, I didn’t! But our guns were popping away and shells bursting in the air. I felt pleasurably, but not the faintest tremor, and I longed and longed for more to happen.’10

Circling the east side of London, the enemy airship began to drop dozens of explosives and incendiaries. A pair of firebombs fell on the home of middle-aged couple Henry and Caroline Good. ‘I saw flames coming from the direction of my parents’ house,’ recalled their son later. ‘I found it ablaze, but I was told they were out. I went into the garden of the empty house next door, then to my grandparents’ house, taking it for granted that my parents were safe.’ He was tragically misinformed. A doctor called to the scene when the blaze died down found Henry and Caroline’s naked bodies huddled together in their bedroom, Henry with his arm still around his wife’s waist.

At the inquest into their death two days later, the coroner called the attack a ‘terrible new departure in murder’ and ‘an entirely new and barbarous practice to use such weapons on defenceless citizens in their bedrooms’. Because ‘airships were able to travel at such a great height it was difficult to see them, and they were thus able to work their wicked will… The more men who could be got to enlist,’ he concluded, ‘the better it would be for the country.’11
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